The trend in women's self-employment appeared to be upward in the 1980s and 1990s, but women are still less likely than men to start new businesses. The economic growth potential in most industrialized countries is gendered, and with lack of paid employment opportunities, more hopes are targeted towards women's entrepreneurship. We will explore women's selfemployment preferences across Scandinavian countries, 1 and the influence and importance of societal and individual factors affecting self-employment preferences and their similarities and differences. Perception of self-employment skills arises across the countries as the most salient factor predicting self-employment preference. The multivariate models differ across the countries, thus challenging the existence of a universal Scandinavian model that explains the entrepreneurial activities of women. This article makes two contributions. First, we show that gender has become a key element in new firm formation activities. Second, we contribute to entrepreneurial theories by demonstrating similarities and differences across the countries and adding the importance of structural issues for explaining gender and entrepreneurial activities.
Introduction
Starting up a business of one's own may offer an important career opportunity for women. At its best, entrepreneurial activity enables women to overcome career hindrances such as direct and indirect discrimination in organizations, corporate glass ceilings and glass walls (e.g. Cromie and Hayes, 1988) , mid-career crisis, and other career-related problems. Becoming self-employed may also offer women opportunities for earning money, gaining personal independence and economic freedom, and enhancing their own skills (Curran and Blackburn, 2000) . The contexts and meanings attached to entrepreneurial activities vary. Many empirical studies have demonstrated that the flexibility of entrepreneurial activities enables women to combine work and family activities in ways that paid employment does not allow (e.g. Carr, 2000) , thus creating career possibilities rarely available in large corporations.
For a variety of reasons, paid employment opportunities have not been growing in the developed economies. Outsourcing and lean production in corporations, for example, have resulted in a diminishing number of employees (Harrison, 1997) , a fact that is seldom addressed in the women in management literature when the scarcity of women in top positions is being analysed (e.g. Davidson and Cooper, 1992; Oakley, 2000; Rosener, 1995) . In the economic upheaval, entrepreneurial activities have received major attention in new job formation and new sources of economic activity in the research literature focusing on the changes in the corporate sector and in the labour markets.
The male-female differential in self-employment has remained almost unchanged over time. Women are still less likely than men are to start new businesses (see e.g. Reynolds et al., 2000) , even if the trend did appear to be upward in the 1980s and early 1990s in many countries (e.g. Nordic countries, UK, USA; Goffee and Scase, 1985; Kovalainen, 1995; Rosa et al., 1994 ; see Table 1 for the share of women among entrepreneurs in four Nordic countries). Yet studying the entrepreneurial activity of women is a difficult task. Female entrepreneurs are generally invisible in the statistics or in entrepreneurial policy programmes unless they are specifically gender-sensitive programmes, such as loan schemes or entrepreneurial courses targeted for women. Even official statistics can be unreliable indicators of the number of self-employed women (Allen and Truman, 1993b) , because various sources provide different numbers depending on classification and period of data gathering. In many countries, self-employed persons are not even classified according to gender. The research typically focuses on single-country data, small surveys, or qualitative case studies, thus providing detailed information on micro-level and case-specific reasons and explanations and single-country-specific information. Relatively little, if any, reliably comparable information provides cross-country comparisons, and we have been unable to find studies that focus on women's entrepreneurial activities at the macro-level across economic sectors with comparable data sets. Why is it of interest to focus on women only, instead of gender (male-female) comparisons? Gender comparisons have a long history in the studies of selfemployment and entrepreneurship as well as in business studies in general (Aaltio-Marjosola and Kovalainen, 2001) . The comparisons between women and men have brought in little additional light to explanations stemming from societal and cultural features, however. The question often remains, whether the identified differences between women and men represent essential, universal characteristics or stem from other factors, such as women's and men's socio-economic position, education, class or ethnicity (e.g. Harding, 1986; Pollitt, 1994) . Our intention is neither to seek to validate the differences or similarities between genders, nor to compare men and women as such. We aim to analyse the differences within the group that is exposed to increasing pressures in the labour markets, changing organizational practices, and changing welfare state legislation. In the labour markets strong segregation according to gender prevails, resulting in differing positions and separate situations for women and men. It is therefore of importance to acknowledge the similarities and differences in the structural background features, in the positions and situations, and call attention to one group targeted for specific policies.
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Moreover, and more importantly, we argue that by focusing on alleged gender differences, research runs the risk of ignoring the social forces that cause the differences between genders (see e.g. Kahn and Yoder, 1989; Walsh, 1997) . Individual or group level comparison thus conflates the analysis into mere comparisons between women and men, instead of the societal and economic structures influencing these groups differently. Moreover, the individual level comparative aspect draws attention to individual level differences, leaving the settings out of the analysis. Instead of focusing on individual level comparisons between men and women, we see it as more important to investigate, with the help of our research, the question of how society converts gender differences into gendered advantages or disadvantages (see e.g. Bem, 1996) . In this article, the aim is to analyse the relationship and importance of factors that are assumed to have a direct effect on women's economic activities to a much larger extent than on men's economic activities. The direct comparison of men and women is therefore not relevant. The direct variable comparison attaches the interest to assumed similarity in individual level attributes only, instead of social policy, and societal and economic infrastructures that target women differently in different countries. Nevertheless, we do not abandon the importance of the individual in the process of decision-making when opting for self-employment and new firm formation.
In order to increase the entrepreneurial activity of women, which for many countries is the most prominent means of increasing overall entrepreneurial activity (Reynolds et al., 2000) , but also a means for improving women's employment situation, we need to learn more about the factors influencing the participation of women in the formation of new firms. These factors are embedded in economic, societal, and cultural features, and are mediated through different kinds of mechanisms, such as economic and social policies, or salaries on the one hand, and existing values visible at the individual level on the other hand. Although there is substantial reason to expect that individual differences have a major impact on participation in and implementation of business start-ups, a large body of previous research has provided few systematic, reliable results (Gartner, 1988) . This article is an attempt to fill this void by analysing the importance of a variety of factors identified from the existing literature in the Nordic data set. In this way we will be able to assess the relative importance of each factor and the differences and similarities among the countries in question with respect to the factors.
Studies on women and self-employment have been criticized at a theoretical level for the researchers' attempts to impose male stereotypes on women entrepreneurs, thereby setting a male standard for female entrepreneurial activity. Most of our existing knowledge about the new firm formation process and entrepreneurial intentions comes from the studies of men and their entrepreneurial activities: studies that have, for example, compared male managers and entrepreneurs or male entrepreneurs and male employees. Thus because self-employment has historically been related to certain physical and personal attributes that have constructed the norm for the ideal entrepreneur, the archetype of an entrepreneur has been, and continues to be a male person (Allen and Truman, 1993a; Mulholland, 1996) . Even the standard psychological instruments employed by researchers to measure the entrepreneurial traits of women have been derived from research on men, rendering them less than effective to fully explain the personality traits and dynamics of female business owners (Brush, 1992; Kovalainen, 1995; Mulholland, 1996) . Our starting point is that most of the societal mechanisms and behavioural patterns mediated through norms and values are gendered by nature. The talk about high risk taking as simply 'typical for male' and risk avoidance as 'typical for female' thus falls easily into problematic reproduction of gender stereotypes over time and place, as if they are universal, and biologically determined by nature. Issues such as maternity leave, and monetary compensation for maternity and parental leave, are culturally bound to relatively stable ideas of motherhood, fatherhood, and parenthood. However, we can find differing ideas and importance of individual vs family across countries. Simultaneously, these different orders are reflecting the existing gender patterns of societies, thus giving further weight to the importance of acknowledging gender not as differences or similarities between equal sexes, but as differences between different spheres of life, visible in the attitudes, norms, values, outcomes of educational capital in the labour markets, segregation in the labour market, etc.
Another point of critique has focused upon the validity and reliability of the data used in studies on gender. The contextual nature of the data is seen often as the most important issue in gender studies, related to the point of how to obtain information from society and economy. This has led to conducting and utilizing qualitative studies with specific case settings, often with few cases, which altogether limits the possibilities for drawing conclusions on the basis of data on larger societal and economic factors in relation to the phenomenon. While this type of research brings in important aspects of subjects ' own views and International Small Business Journal 24(1) individual solutions in life and work, it seldom gives possibilities to larger macrolevel societal analysis. In this article, we are using a large enough sample of women to be able to analyse and compare across countries a variety of factors affecting women's self-employment preference, at both the societal and economic levels. We acknowledge that the variables used in this study are similar to those used in the studies on men and male entrepreneurs. We do not, however, impose a male stereotype on our sample. We do not impose a male image on variables, and do not assume them to carry 'male-laden' images with them, either. Instead, we are trying to build a gendered theory of self-employment preference, and show the importance of gendered societal mechanisms in these preferences.
This article makes two important contributions. First, we show that gender has become one key element in the new entrepreneurial activities across countries. Second, the study contributes to entrepreneurial theory by examining similarities and differences across the country data, thereby adding a comparative aspect.
Theory and Hypotheses
Factors that contribute to the supply of entrepreneurs are most often national, contextual, situational, and culturally bound and embedded in the specific and changing issues outlined. However, the national context can be extended beyond the single nation-state level when analysing countries that resemble each other in their political, economic, labour market and social policy structures, institutions, processes, and practices. Our analysis therefore focuses on four Nordic countries: Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Finland. These countries are often said to be culturally similar (e.g. they all belong to the same cultural cluster according to Hofstede, 1980) . Their similarities extend far beyond Hofstede's relatively narrow conception of cultural cluster, however. Although Finland is a republic state and the other three countries are monarchies, they share similar parliaments, economic structures, labour markets, social orders, concepts of democracy, models of the welfare state, and universal public services. In each country the state plays a strong role in promoting equality among citizens in education, social policy, health and social care, providing unity among the Nordic countries and their citizens in many respects. From the gender point of view, Nordic countries carry very many similarities, which put women into specific situations concerning their employment choices. Therefore, it is of interest to analyse women who choose self-employment in contrast to more traditional career paths in paid employment.
Our main interest is in answering the question of whether the Nordic countries are similar to each other in respect to the participation of women in the new firm formation processes. The countries are represented in our analysis through variables chosen to mediate and highlight specific features of societal issues. These variables do, however, relate to individual level data, since the structural societal features become visible and important only at the individual level (e.g. age, education level, income level, importance of skills, opportunities, social networks). We argue here for the agency level approach within the structures.
Why should the Nordic countries be of special interest in the study of women's self-employment preference? The Nordic countries can be regarded as forerunners in questions of public and private gender equality and women's labour force participation, political activity and representation, and even in the development of gender-specific legislation. All these factors set Nordic countries ahead of any other country in the world, when looking at the forefront of enabling structures and other measures of gender activity in the economy and in society (e.g. gender equality legislation, child care support, women's activity in the labour market, in local and state government, and in politics). The importance of publicly available, universal day care, irrespective of family form, family income or women's employment relationship is a prerequisite for women's high labour force participation. The existence of childcare systems and other possible family support systems thus facilitates women's employment and self-employment and women's participation in the labour force is without a doubt extraordinarily high in all four Nordic countries. Labour markets and economic structures in the Nordic countries bear strong resemblance to each other, with their small, relatively open economies, generally high levels of education combined with strong manufacturing sectors, and large knowledge economies with high levels of work force skills. This definition suits many other developed countries, thereby increasing the generalizability of the results of this study. In less-developed regions and countries, however, the factors affecting women's self-employment preference are likely to be significantly different and direct comparisons between developed and developing countries will most probably be of limited value. At a more general level, in terms of business start-ups, the theory consists of a large variety of possible explanations. One possible way in examining emerging business activities is the analysis of new emerging organizations. The primary level of analysis in organization studies has shifted from the individual to the contextual level (e.g. Nord and Fox, 1996) , creating a growing difference between organizational and entrepreneurial theories. Katz and Gartner (1988) discuss the possibility of discovering emerging organizations at the earliest possible moment, and thereby bridging the theoretical gap between the two approaches. According to them, the key properties of emerging organizations are intentions, resources, boundary, and exchange. Our definition of an individual trying to become self-employed encompasses all four of their criteria. In this article, we define an individual trying to become self-employed as a person who is actively trying to start a new business that she will manage and own partially or completely. If the new business has already paid wages for more than three months, it is no longer in the emergent stage, and we consider it to be an infant business. Katz and Gartner (1988) have proposed the existence of different sources for identifying emergent organizations, depending on the characteristics of interest. For example, if we were interested in individuals who intend to start a new business, membership lists of entrepreneurial associations and subscriber lists of entrepreneurship journals might provide useful sources of information for data gathering. These types of data do not, however, give institutional background information; and neither are they able to respond to the drawbacks of the survey data gathered from one specific target group.
International Small Business Journal 24(1)
Factors Influencing Women's Self-employment Preferences
Existing knowledge about the process of new firm creation provides an inventory of potential factors explaining self-employment preference. In this section, these factors are reviewed and hypotheses about their impact on women's selfemployment preference are presented. The specificity of gender in relation to business start-up processes will be acknowledged to the extent that the data and previous research allows. We use variables that have typically been used in direct gender comparisons between women and men. In the subsequent analysis, the impact of these factors will be simultaneously assessed, thus providing information about their relative importance. These variables are, however, powerful also within a one-gender group in predicting why participation rates might vary. As argued, few studies have looked at differences in individual characteristics between groups of women (Brush, 1992) . More often the focus has been on looking at similarities and differences between men and women, as if they were equally constructed groups, differentiated only by their biological sex.
Age When looking at age, we are specifically interested in analysing why younger (older) women might be more inclined to become self-employed. Are there any country differences to be expected in the effects of age? Several research reports in the 1980s and 1990s indicate that women tend to start their businesses later in life than do their male counterparts (Kovalainen, 1995; Sundin and Holmquist, 1989) due to family commitments. In many countries entrepreneurial activity may offer greater flexibility in combining family and work responsibilities than does paid employment, thus increasing the interest of new mothers to start new businesses. Being entrepreneurially active may offer the possibility of arranging working hours that are convenient for childcare. The average age of a mother giving birth to her first child is close to 30 in Finland (Statistics Finland, 2003) , and is relatively close to that figure in all Nordic countries. For women, the combination of family and self-employment tends to be most conducive to work activities when children are of school age. Hence, we would expect the participation of women in new firm formation processes to increase as a function of age.
In the Nordic countries the social security systems have provided stronger structural societal support mechanisms for women than they have in most other European countries. In some Nordic countries as in Finland, the day care is a socalled subjective right of a Finnish child: she is entitled to day care by birth. All the Nordic countries follow the universal welfare state model, instead of malebreadwinner model (Germany, UK). The Nordic model is built strongly on women's activities in the labour markets and in society. Nordic countries spend almost identical proportions of the total social expenditure on families and children, which is more than the EU average of 9.1% (Eurostat, 2002) .
Thus, we must also consider the existence of childcare systems and other possible family support systems, such as monetary compensation, in these countries. The structure of the childcare systems and other possible societal family support systems, such as monetary compensation, affects the employment status choice of women. In the Nordic countries, the daily cash benefits during maternity leave depend on previous earnings. Daily cash benefits are lowest in Finland and highest in Denmark and Norway. In Finland the compensation level declines with increasing income. For example, for people with incomes above EUR 24,611 per year the compensation only amounts to 40% and for incomes above EUR 37,861, the compensation amounts only to 25%. However, in Finland, compared to other Nordic countries, there is no upper limit to the level of daily cash benefit.
Because self-employed women often receive lower maternity and parental leave payments than those enjoyed by women in paid employment, women in their childbearing years would tend to be less inclined to become entrepreneurially active. In Finland, for self-employed women who have been self-employed for 7 years, their earnings are approximately 7% less in comparison to their earnings prior, that is, in paid employment (Hyrkkänen, 2003) . This means less earned income, and thus less financial compensation during maternity leave for self-employed women, in comparison to their prior earnings in paid employment. Thus, the structural support systems render self-employment less rewarding for women and possibly discourage women from self-employment. The mean age of women at first birth is relatively similar in all the Nordic countries, being 28 in Finland, 30 in Norway and in Sweden (Statistics Finland, 2003; Statistics Norway, 2003; Statistics Sweden, 2003) . Thus, we would expect that the rate of women entering into self-employment would drop at around the age of 30 years.
The information presented suggests the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1a: The relationship between age and self-employment preference is nonlinear, with the negative slope for young women but positive for middle-aged and older women.
Women are still more likely to carry more of the child-rearing responsibilities than men are, although an upward trend in the number of benefit leaves (parental leave, paternity leave) taken by men is visible in statistics. For example, in Sweden in 1990, 8.8% of all benefit days in the event of pregnancy, childbirth and adoption were taken by men, and in 2001, 15% of these days were taken by men. Sweden is thus the forerunner in the Nordic countries. In the other Nordic countries, men are less eager to take advantage of paternity benefits. All Nordic countries have adopted policy measures to promote shared responsibility at home, which includes parenthood. Sweden and Norway offer one month and Denmark twoweek paternity leave, reserved solely for fathers. The paternity leave has been a success in Norway, where in 1995, 70% of the men eligible for paternity leave have used the opportunity (Brandth, 1998) Generally, the period of daily cash benefit payable during maternity and parental leaves is relatively long in the Nordic countries, being exceptionally high in Sweden. In all Nordic countries, part of that period is reserved solely for the mother. Sweden stands out in this respect. Of the approximately 64 weeks of parental leave, only 4 weeks are reserved for the mother (6%). The corresponding proportion is 60% in Denmark, 41% in Finland and 17% in Norway. Thus, the system in Sweden and Norway at least enables, if not encourages, fathers to take higher responsibility for childcare when compared to Finland and Denmark.
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It seems that the overall parental leave system offers to some extent more flexibility for families in Norway and Sweden, in comparison to Finland and Denmark. Nordic women have to a large extent adopted strategies that accommodate both children and paid work. Added to this, the differences in the parttime employment participation among women in Nordic countries make it easier for women to become self-employed in some countries in contrast to others. In Norway and in Sweden, part-time work has played a more important role in the employment of women than in Finland and in Denmark. Almost half of all female employment in Sweden and in Norway is part time (Nätti, 1995) .
In cases where the maternity break from paid employment is long, women may perceive self-employment to be the only viable route into the workforce (Richardson and Hartshorn, 1995) . Flexibility in self-employment is thus a key element enabling women to combine work and family activities in ways that paid employment does not make possible (Carr, 2000) . Being entrepreneurially active may offer the possibility of arranging working hours that are convenient for childcare. For example, in Norway, 30% of self-employed women work part time, implying the need and ability to balance work and family life.
Taking together the flexibilities of the maternity arrangements and the flexibility of the labour market participation patterns across the Nordic countries, we argue that:
Hypothesis 1b: The curvilinear relationship between age and self-employment preference is stronger in Finland and Denmark than in Sweden and Norway.
Education In all Nordic countries, more women than men are entering higher education. In Norway, Sweden and Denmark, 55% of all third-level students are women. In Finland, the corresponding figure is 53%. Increase in women's educational attainment results also increase business skills and experience, as well as commodified female intellectual capital (Walker, 2002) . Women invest in education to have access to more interesting and better paid occupations and job positions. Self-employment offers both autonomy and independence, as well as risks and rewards. Thus we expect highly educated women to be interested in selfemployment in order to profit from their investment in education.
Despite their high general level of education, women are less present in the managerial positions and when in equal positions, they earn less. The proportion of women in management is significantly lower than that of men, and this pattern has remained relatively unchanged over time. Spilling and Berg (2000) report that in Norway in 1995 about 16% of managers and 10% of board chairmen were women. For Finland in 2001, the percentages are much lower: less than 5% of board members in the largest corporations are women (Hearn et al., 2002) . The persistence of glass ceiling and glass walls in the corporation career patterns point to discriminatory practices and processes in women's career advancement, thus creating a push towards self-employment. Clark and James (1992: 29) claim that women who attempt entrepreneurship often do so to avoid discrimination in the corporate workplace. The prior evidence on the educational level of female entrepreneurs being higher than that of waged workers supports this (Kovalainen, 1995; Scott, 1986) .
The existence of such discriminatory patterns and practices is visible through payment received at the more general levels as well. Women are, on average, less well paid than men: women's wages relative to men vary from a low of 79% in Finland, 84% in Denmark, 88% in Norway to a high of 91% in Sweden. Women's comparatively low waged earnings are also said to affect the time it can take to accumulate sufficient financial capital for business start-up (Renzulli et al., 2000) . Because women's education level is higher than men's in all Nordic countries, differences in the education level cannot solely explain the gap. The remaining plausible explanations for women's lower hierarchical positions are related to work and organization cultures, and to the existence of glass ceilings and glass walls in larger organizations. In Finland, young women have not benefited from their high educational intellectual capital as much as have young men. During the 1990s, young, highly educated women tended to be employed on fixed-term employment contracts, whereas men of the same age with similar degrees were more likely to be employed in permanent positions (Järnefelt and Lehto, 2002) . This finding is in contrast to the human resource management (HRM) research-based finding of employees being the capital with highest priority for corporations (Newell et al., 2002) , and simultaneously reveals the gendered nature of corporation recruitment and personnel policy, even in countries where formal gender equality is a priority on the national agenda (see e.g. Hearn et al., 2002) .
In all Nordic countries women and men are segregated into different fields in education. Men are the majority in the technical fields, trade, craft, and industrial programmes. Women dominate the private and public sector services (medicine and health, services, teaching).
With the higher complexity of the organizational life and structures, added to the evidence described in the details above, which support the exit from the corporation cultures for highly educated women, we argue that working life can be full of frustrations, which can increase the interest in self-employment. In their study of highly educated Swedish women entrepreneurs, Holmquist and Sundin (1990) found that unemployment and dissatisfaction with paid employment were among the top reasons for these women to participate in the new firm formation processes. Not all these female entrepreneurs met the traditional definition of being unemployed; but the contracts they had been offered would have rendered them underemployed, and they chose to set up their own businesses rather than face that frustration and dissatisfaction.
In summary, education may provide the incentive for self-employment and the ability to enter into it. As a result, increasing education should have a positive effect on self-employment preference. We do not expect the Nordic countries to differ in this respect, thus suggesting the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 2a: Education has a positive effect on self-employment preference.
Hypothesis 2b: Education has a positive effect on self-employment preference across all the four Nordic countries.
Household Income Even if gender may not have a direct effect on the availability of external funding (Buttner and Rosen, 1992) , women find it more International Small Business Journal 24(1) difficult than men to obtain funding because of insufficient collateral and a lack of credit history and business track record (Fertuk, 1982) . Women tend to start their businesses with low levels of initial capital (Rosa et al., 1994) and to use personal assets rather than funding from external sources (Hisrich and Brush, 1986; Neider, 1987) . This is partly due to the high segregation of self-employment according to gender into differing economic sectors, largely as a consequence of the differences in the educational sectors. A higher level of household income may thus enable a woman to ensure the necessary seed capital for starting a new business. Higher household income may also enable women to endure the financial risk associated with entrepreneurial activity. If the woman is the sole or the major income earner, however, her participation in new firm formation processes represents a considerable risk for her household. The mechanisms for women's self-employment activities are thus different according to the income level and components of the income earned within the household.
Connelly (1992) has reported a significant positive effect of increase in the household income on the likelihood of women being entrepreneurially active. Others have reported a positive relationship between a husband's financial resources and the probability of his wife's self-employment (McPherson, 1988) . The points discussed suggest the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 3a: Household income has a positive effect on self-employment preference.
Hypothesis 3b: Household income has a positive effect on self-employment preference across all four Nordic countries.
Perception of Necessary Skills
Intentions are driven by perceptions of feasibility and perceptions of desirability (Ajzen, 1991; Shapero and Sokol, 1982) . In order to participate in new firm formation, a person must perceive it as being personally desirable, supported by social norms, and feasible. Studies on selfefficacy have asserted that individuals might be more inclined to pursue selfemployment if they believed that they possessed the necessary skills to function in such an environment (Boyd and Vozikis, 1994; Chen et al., 1998; Krueger and Brazeal, 1994) . Thus, in order to act upon an opportunity, a woman must perceive that she possesses the needed skills and knowledge to start a new business. The ability to observe the needed skills in oneself is clearly gender-differentiated: if gender is to a large extent determined by social and cultural structures, practices and processes, the differential development for women and men is embedded in those practices and processes, thus creating differences in the ability to recognize skills. According to Harding (1986) , gender also applies at the level of personal identity, which could be defined as the psychic process of experiencing oneself.
We expect the perception of skills has a positive effect on women's selfemployment preference and that this effect is identical across the four Nordic countries due to strong similarities in cultural and societal practices and structures, which define the understanding of own identity and abilities.
Hypothesis 4a: Perception of skills has a positive effect on self-employment preference.
Hypothesis 4b: Perception of skills has a positive effect on self-employment preference across all four Nordic countries.
Perception of Opportunities
An entrepreneur is, by definition, someone who perceives and acts upon an opportunity. Similarly, self-employment is seldom forced upon an individual as the only available employment choice. The role of an active individual is thus of crucial importance in explaining and understanding the choices in becoming self-employed. Accordingly, we would expect women who report that they perceive opportunities for starting a new business to be more likely to start new businesses than would women who do not perceive such opportunities. However, gender does play an important role here: the socially and culturally gendered patterns for behaviour are important in determining the general ways in which women and men seek support and recognize opportunities and possibilities. The analyses of differing societal and cultural contexts where genders work and function, emphasize not the biological difference, but the differing experiences and socialization that puts forward differing expectations for women and for men (Goldberger, 1997) . Scherer et al. (1990) reported that women aspire to become entrepreneurs, but that they require specific opportunities in order to develop feelings of competency to complement their aspirations for venture creation and management.
Hypothesis 5a: Perception of new business opportunities has a positive effect on selfemployment preference.
Hypothesis 5b: Perception of new business opportunities has a positive effect on selfemployment preference across all four Nordic countries.
Social Capital Social capital related to dense networks, often consisting of connections with self-employment, is expected to be positively related to participation in new business formation. Social learning differences (such variables as sex-role stereotyping, lack of appropriate role models, and environmental constraints) have been reported to have a strong impact on entrepreneurial careers (Birley, 1989) . Perceived support and acceptability of participation in new formation are often learned procedures (Ajzen, 1991; Bandura, 1977) . Social learning can occur through the observation of the behaviours of others, often referred to as role models. Most studies have focused on the link between a parental role model and the development of a preference for an entrepreneurial career (e.g. Kovalainen, 2004; Matthews and Moser, 1995; Scherer et al., 1990) . This relationship is demonstrated in studies in which women with entrepreneurial parents have expressed greater interest in self-employment than have their counterparts without such vicarious experience (Matthews and Moser, 1995; Watkins and Watkins, 1983) . Social learning is not necessarily restricted to the familial circle, for individuals learn from and are influenced by others throughout their lives.
We are focusing on social learning differences beyond the traditional parentchild-family setting, which most often is thought to be influential in the entrepreneurial research. Instead, we argue that someone known to the potential entrepreneur, who has started a new business during the past two years, may serve as an influential role model and provide the necessary confidence to pursue self-employment. It may also be a signal for self-employment to assume the role
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of an acceptable career option in the close societal surrounding, if not in the society as a whole. Very often the importance of the close relationship to selfemployed persons, either through family, kinship, or friendship, is found in tightly knit communities. The points discussed suggest the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 6a: Social capital has a positive effect on self-employment preference.
Moreover, we expect the positive effect to be apparent across all four Nordic countries.
Hypothesis 6b: Social capital has a positive effect on self-employment preference across the four Nordic countries.
Data Collection, Measurements, and Analysis Methods
Sample
Data used in the article are from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) project. A representative sample of women over 18 years of age was chosen from four Nordic countries: 1004 in Finland, 1020 in Sweden, 1182 in Denmark and 1455 in Norway. Telephone interviews were conducted in the spring of 2001, 2 with the 4661 female respondents using a standardized questionnaire translated from English into each of the four languages. Respondents represented 0.05% of the total female adult population of Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. The interview schedules consisted of 10 'yes-no' items with follow-up questions for respondents who reported having started a new firm or having provided personal funds for the start-up business of another person. At the national level, the interviews were conducted by local market survey vendors. Confidence in the comparability of the translations from English into the appropriate national language was increased by having the GEM national teams in each country approve the final version of the translated questionnaire before it was administered by the survey vendor. 3
Measures
Dependent Variable For the purpose of this study, we are interested in women who had developed an intention to become self-employed and had proceeded to act upon the intention, i.e. had done something concrete to become selfemployed. Our focus is on the emergent stage of self-employment, where formal organizations have not yet been created. Thus we separated those in the emergent stage from those women-led businesses that had already paid full-time salaries for more than three months. Our dependent variable is a binary measure (1 = Yes, 0 = No) indicating whether the respondent, at the time of the study, was trying to become self-employed.
As expected, women's self-employment activity is relatively modest in all Nordic countries. The self-employment preference was highest in Finland, where 3.6% of the respondents were trying to become self-employed, followed by Sweden at 3.1%, Norway at 2.8%, and Denmark at 1.9%.
Arenius & Kovalainen: Women's Self-employment Preference
Predictor Variables Age, education, and annual household income were measured at the ordinal level. We asked the respondent to provide her age, which was used in the analysis as a continuous variable. Furthermore, to be able to assess the non-linear effect, the age square was entered into the analyses. We measured education on a 3-point scale ranging from some secondary education (SOME SEC EDU), to secondary degree (SEC DEGREE), and to post-secondary education (POST SEC EDUC). The respondents also provided us the annual household income on a 7-point scale, which we harmonized into lowest, middle, and highest one third (LOW INC, MIDDLE INC, HIGH INC). We also asked the respondents if they personally knew someone who had started a business in the past two years (KNOWS); if they perceived good opportunities for a new business in their local area (OPPORTUNITY); and if they had the knowledge, skills, and experience required to start a new business (SKILLS). These variables were coded as binary yes-no variables.
Analysis Methods
We first analysed the correlation among the variables. Because the majority of our variables were measured at the nominal or ordinal level, we used the Spearman correlation coefficient, which is a non-parametric version of the Pearson correlation coefficient, in our calculations.
We used multiple logistic regression analysis to estimate the factors that influence participation in the new firm formation process. Our dependent variable is equal to 1 if the respondent was trying to become self-employed at the time of our survey, and 0 otherwise. Because we were interested in learning if various predictive variables differed significantly as a function of country, we built separate regression models for Sweden, Finland, Norway, and Denmark, and compared the logistic regression models across the countries. We also built a model for the combined country model, in order to analyse the suitability of the Nordic model.
Our model-building process followed the recommendation of Hosmer and Lemeshow (2000) . The predictor variables were age, education, family income, knowing someone who had started a business, perceiving opportunities, perceiving oneself as having the skills to start a business, and perceiving that fear of failure had prevented their starting a new business. With the categorical variables (education, family income, expectations of family financial future) we applied reference cell coding. For the education variable, post-secondary education served as the reference group. We were therefore expecting to see participation in the new firm formation process as either increasing or decreasing with education level. In the case of family income, those belonging to the highest third are used as the reference group. For the reference group, the odds ratio = 1.
To test our hypotheses, we fitted multivariate models with all possible covariates. To assess the adequacy and fit of the multivariate model, we examined the overall rate of correct classification of the model and assessed the goodness of fit of the models using the likelihood ratio test, Pearson Chi-square, and the Hosmer-Lemeshow test. We also examined the Nagelkerke-statistics, which
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indicated the variance explained by our models. Because the overall proportion of the sample responding that they were entrepreneurially active was close to zero, and the covariates exhibited strong intercorrelations, overfitting and multicollinearity were potential problems. We examined for evidence of overfitting and multicollinearity, which is visible as exceptionally large estimated coefficient or estimates of the standard errors of the estimated coefficients. The coefficients and estimates were not extraordinary high, thus indicating that multicollinearity is not a problem in the data.
Results
Results of the Correlation Analysis (Table 2 to Table 5)
In all four Nordic countries there was a positive correlation between selfemployment preference and the perception of having the necessary skills to start a business (Table 2: Finland r = 0.177; Table 3 : Norway r = 0.224; Table 4 : Denmark r = 0.115; Table 5 : Sweden r = 0.147; all p < 0.001). In addition, across all four countries, knowing someone who had started a new business was positively related to participation in the new firm formation process (Table 3: Norway r = 0.122; Table 4 : Denmark r = 0.095; Table 5 : Sweden r = 0.123; all p < .001; Table 2 : Finland r = 0.078, p < 0.01). Perception of opportunities has a positive correlation with self-employment preference in three out of the four countries. Notes: Spearman rank correlation (1-tailed significance); *** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (1-tailed), ** significant at the .01 level (1-tailed), * significant at the .05 level (1-tailed). 1 Self-employment preference 1.000 2 AGE (continuous) -0.047* 1.000 3 HOUSEHOLD INCOME 0.069* -0.238 1.000 4 EDUCATION 0.039 -0.204*** 0.300*** 1.000 5 KNOWS 0.122*** -0.202*** 0.178*** 0.170*** 1.000 6 OPPORTUNITY 0.084** -0.181*** 0.111*** 0.159*** 0.195*** 1.000 7 SKILLS 0.224*** -0.045* 0.193*** 0.119*** 0.244*** 0.170*** 1.000
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Notes: Spearman rank correlation (1-tailed significance); *** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (1-tailed), ** significant at the .01 level (1-tailed), * significant at the .05 level (1-tailed).
In Finland r = 0.068 (p < 0.05), in Norway r = 0.084 (p < 0.01) and in Sweden r = 0.098 (p < 0.001). Household income has a positive correlation with self-employment preference in two out of the four countries. In Denmark r = 0.157 (p < 0.001) and in Norway r = 0.069 (p < 0.05). Only in Norway is the correlation between age and self-employment preference significant (r = -0.047, p < 0.05). The correlation between education and self-employment preference is insignificant in all four countries. There were moderate correlations among our independent variables. To the extent that one independent variable is a linear function of another independent variable, the problem of multicollinearity can be problematic in logistic regression. Multicollinearity will cause the standard errors of the ß coefficients to be high and the interpretations of the relative importance of the independent variables to be unreliable. In general, the problem of collinearity is manifested by extraordinarily large estimated standard errors and sometimes by large estimated coefficients (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 2000) . Throughout the model-building process, we examined our results carefully for evidence of any problems arising from multicollinearity. Since the model coefficients and standard errors were not extraordinary large, we conclude that multicollinearity is not an issue. 1 Self-employment preference 1.000 2 AGE (continuous) -0.018 1.000 3 HOUSEHOLD INCOME 0.157*** -0.096** 1.000 4 EDUCATION 0.030 -0.187*** 0.146*** 1.000 5 KNOWS 0.095*** -0.229*** 0.105** 0.163*** 1.000 6 OPPORTUNITY 0.004 -0.050 0.074 0.118*** 0.158*** 1.000 7 SKILLS 0.115*** -0.067* 0.126*** 0.102** 0.167*** 0.089* 1.000
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Notes: Spearman rank correlation (1-tailed significance); *** Correlation is significant at the .001 level (1-tailed), ** significant at the .01 level (1-tailed), * significant at the .05 level (1-tailed). 1 Self-employment preference 1.000 2 AGE (continuous) -0.029 1.000 3 HOUSEHOLD INCOME 0.029 -0.102** 1.000 4 EDUCATION 0.040 -0.143*** 0.309*** 1.000 5 KNOWS 0.123*** -0.253*** 0.106** 0.170*** 1.000 6 OPPORTUNITY 0.098*** -0.057* 0.085* 0.047 0.204*** 1.000 7 SKILLS 0.147*** 0.003 0.162*** 0.092** 0.189*** 0.113*** 1.000
Results of the Multiple Logistic Regression Analysis
Adequacy and Fit of the Models The overall percentage of cases predicted correctly by the regression analyses was high for all four models in our data (96.3 < % < 98.3). However, a closer analysis of the classification table reveals that the models have greater difficulty predicting cases of trying to start a new business and that the models actually do not help notably in predicting such cases (sensitivity varying between 0% and 9%). Although the overall variance correctly explained seems good, consider that blindly estimating the most frequent category (not trying to start a new business) for all cases would yield a correct percentage of 97.27% in Norway, 98.36% in Denmark, 96.12% in Finland, and 96.71% in Sweden. Thus the models help only a miniscule amount. The classification is sensitive to the relative size of the two component groups and always favours classification into the larger group. In this study, the differences among the component groups are particularly large, because the occurrence of entrepreneurial activity in all countries is low. Therefore, we assessed the fit of our models with more rigorous methods of assessment of fit.
We assessed the goodness of fit of the models using the likelihood ratio test, Pearson Chi-square and the Hosmer-Lemeshow test (Table 6 ). We used the likelihood ratio test to determine if the full models containing all covariates are better than the reduced model containing only the constant term. For Model Sweden, Model Norway, and Model Finland, the likelihood test statistics are statistically significant at p < 0.001, and for Model Denmark at level p < 0.002. Thus, the full models are better than the reduced models containing only the Note: The logistic regression procedure excludes cases with missing values, and thus the number of phone interviews and the actual number of cases in the analysis can be different. constant term. The four models are significant according to the model Chi-square values (all models at p < 0.001).
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For the Hosmer-Lemeshow test, the appropriateness of the p-value depends on the validity of the assumption that the estimated expected frequencies are large. Examining the contingency table for the Hosmer-Lemeshow test reveals that for all four countries, almost half the estimated expected frequencies are less than five. Thus, although all Hosmer-Lemeshow test values are statistically insignificant, indicating that the models seem to fit well, the calculation of the p-value is not accurate enough to support the hypotheses that the models fit.
We also examined the Nagelkerke statistics, which indicate the variance explained by our models. Overall, the predictive power of the individual models is good. The Nagelkerke R 2 varied from a low value of 0.206 in Model Norway to a high value of 0.325 in Model Denmark.
Multiple Logistic Regression Models
In the following, we discuss the results of the logistic regression models in greater detail. Table 7 and Table 8 present the results of the regression analyses testing the hypotheses. The fitted model on the pooled data is reported in Table 7 and the separate country models are reported in Table 8 . In these tables, for each covariate, we report the maximum likelihood estimates, the estimates of the standard errors of the estimated coefficients, the two-tailed significance and the odds ratio. The odds ratio is a measure of association approximating how much more likely (or unlikely) it is for the outcome to be present among those with x = 1 than among those with x = 0.
Age We find no support for Hypothesis 1a, which proposed a curvilinear relationship between age and self-employment preference that begins negative but eventually becomes positive with increasing age (Table 7) . And neither is there a peak in the entrepreneurial activity of women in a specific age group, as
International Small Business Journal 24(1) is typically reported for studies on entrepreneurial activity of men, and in research literature on US women and men entrepreneurs (Brush, 1992; Hisrich and Brush, 1986) . This result may be partially explained through the extensive and universally available childcare services in the Nordic countries, that even out the differences between women. One explanation lies in the nature of women's employment structure in the Nordic countries. Women are most often employed in the public sector and they receive benefits only related to the public sector: both the earned pension benefits and the income levels tend to rise with age and with served years in employment, thus making self-employment a less lucrative choice at the later stage in life. While women's employment is predominantly in the public sector, and while the public sector employment in Nordic countries still to a large extent offers better employment stability in the form of stable employment contracts and permanent jobs, the nature of public sector employment dampens down the effects of age in the preference selection for selfemployment. In the separate country models (Table 8) age is not statistically significant. Thus we find no support for Hypothesis 1b.
Education Hypothesis 2a predicted that the higher the level of education, the higher the self-employment preference. We find no support for the hypothesis. In the pooled data (Table 7) , education is not a significant factor predicting selfemployment preference. Moreover, in the separate country analyses (Table 8) , education does not explain self-employment preference. Thus, hypotheses 2a and 2b are not supported by our data. While the relatively high standard for education has in practice made most employment possibilities universally available for women in the Nordic countries, it is plausible that education does not stand alone as the factor determining the preference for self-employment. The level of education does not necessarily tell us about the system of education, or reveal how and in which ways the education offers occupational skills directly applicable at work. The education level alone thus does not explain the preference for self-employment in our data.
Household Income Hypothesis 3a predicted that household income level has a positive effect on self-employment preference. In addition, Hypothesis 3b predicted that the positive effect is true in each of the Nordic countries. In the regression analyses, the household income variable is not a significant predictor of self-employment preference for women (Table 7 and Table 8 ). It can thus be assumed, that women do not count the family income to be the main financial source for their businesses, contrary to findings in many earlier research results. Thus hypotheses 3a and 3b do not receive support.
Perception of Skills
The results provide strong support for Hypothesis 4a. Perception of skills significantly increases women's entrepreneurial activity in all Nordic countries, thereby emphasizing the individual's own capacities and the role of self-knowledge in business start-up activities. The results also support Hypothesis 4b. The coefficients on the skills variable are positive and significant in all four countries' models (Norway at p < 0.001, Finland at p < 0.01, Sweden and Denmark at p < 0.05; Table 8 ). Establishing a new business occurs 31 times as frequently in Denmark, 12 times as frequently in Norway, 7 times as frequently in Sweden, and 10 times as frequently in Finland among women who perceive themselves as having the necessary skills for starting a business as opposed to women who do not perceive themselves as having such skills.
Perception of Opportunity
The results from the pooled sample including all Nordic countries indicate that the perception of business opportunities is significantly related to participation in the new firm formation process for women in the Nordic countries (Table 7) . Given the high level of education, which alone does not significantly relate to the preference and decision to become selfemployed, it is evident that when the perception of business opportunities occurs,
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the preference to choose self-employment is much more lucrative. The results support Hypothesis 5a. Hypothesis 5b proposed that perception of business opportunities would have a positive effect on self-employment preference of women in each Nordic country. The coefficient on opportunity recognition is positive and statistically significant at p < 0.05 level in Sweden and Finland (Table 8 ). In Sweden, the odds of a woman who perceives good opportunities for starting a new business in her area to actually start a new business are 16 times greater than for a woman who does not perceive such opportunities to exist. In Finland, the odds ratio is significantly lower, being four. In Denmark, perception of opportunity does not predict self-employment preference. Thus, Hypothesis 5b receives partial support.
Social Capital
We find support for the importance of role models and close relation to someone having started her own business in our pooled Nordic samples. Knowing someone who has started a business during the past two years is a significant predictor of self-employment preference in the pooled sample ( Table 7) . The closeness to the experiences concerning running the business is visible in our data as well. Hypothesis 6a is supported. We assume this to be equally constructed in all Nordic countries. Hypothesis 6b receives no support. In the separate country models, social capital in the form of knowing someone who has started a business during the past two years is not a significant predictor of self-employment preference (Table 8) .
Discussion and Conclusions
The article provides a general description of those women in the emergent stage of self-employment and analyses the role and importance of a variety of factors identified from the existing literature in the Nordic data set, thus describing the differences and similarities between the countries in question. We argue that due to the relative similarity in the Nordic countries in many respects, the embedded nature of the gender positions would be rather similar, thus imposing similarity in respect of self-employment preference of women in Nordic countries, and close relation to the Nordic welfare state models. An important question both from the point of view of economic policy and of employment policy is if we can add value by examining women that are trying to become self-employed, instead of examining only those who have successfully already become self-employed?
While the nature of self-employment has changed over time, it becomes crucial to understand the reasons and logic that might explain the reasons for becoming self-employed. We have examined similarities and differences across the factors associated with preference for self-employment in the Nordic countries. Preference for self-employment varies across countries. Factors that contribute to the supply of self-employment are most often national, contextual, situational, and culturally bound, thus emphasizing the understanding of the characteristics of the context.
In the analysis, we relied on the nationally representative data for each country that had been collected for the GEM 2001 study. The data comprises samples of approximately 1000 women in Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Finland. These countries were selected for the analysis because of their similarity and advances in equality policy; the labour market position of women; and similarities in national economies, societal structure, and welfare state.
We have used logistic regression analysis to estimate the factors that influence women's participation in the new firm formation process. Because we were interested in learning if different predictive variables are significant in different countries or if there are strong similarities among the Nordic countries, we built separate regression models for Sweden, Finland, Norway, and Denmark, and compared the logistic regression models across the Nordic countries. We assumed that because the Nordic countries resemble each other generally, and especially in relation to their gender-friendly social policies and governmental politics and high and universal women's labour market activity, there may also be similarities in women's business formation activities in the Nordic countries.
First, contrary to our hypotheses there is variation in the factors affecting women's participation in new firm formation across the four Nordic countries. This result emphasizes the variation in the national economies, and the factors influencing women's involvement in new business formation. The cross-national variation in the nature of women's participation in new firm formation is evident, in spite of economic and societal similarities among the Nordic countries. We regard this as an important finding, as it tells us that the new business formation process is first and foremost influenced by individual-level factors and agencylevel activity, instead of direct effects of macro-economic and macro-societal factors. Our analysis shows that individual level assessment of these factors is important for women's business formation decisions and actions taken forward in the matter. The results also contradict the adoption of uniform policy measures across nations as the most effective tools for bringing out the similar outcomes. Thus it seems that best policy practices adopted in one country do not necessarily travel well to other countries. Our results suggest that both national and individual characteristics must be acknowledged.
However, some similarities between women's self-employment activities across Nordic countries arise in this analysis as expected. The most important factor affecting women's participation in new firm formation in all Nordic countries is the individual perception of skills, lending support to our hypotheses. Across all four countries, the likelihood of starting a new business is several times higher among women who perceive themselves as having the necessary skills and knowledge as it is among women perceiving themselves as lacking such skills. The results also confirm our hypotheses that perception of business opportunities and social capital both influence the self-employment decision. This result places greater emphasis on individual awareness and perception processes, where education can have an important role even in countries with a high level of education. One might conclude, therefore, that in spite of enabling structures such as universal childcare, relatively cheap and universally offered education, individual level empowerment in terms of perceptions of one's own skills and abilities does not necessarily occur.
On the basis of our findings it is extremely interesting to analyse why the role
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played by the individual level perception has a strong impact in the Nordic countries. There are factors beyond this present analysis, such as the present precariousness of labour markets and widespread instability of employment positions at the moment that may trigger the flow from paid employment into selfemployment by increasing the awareness of one's own skills and potential. Additionally, one implication of the similarities of results among the Nordic countries might be that gender-sensitive education can positively influence perception patterns and abilities to notice the necessary skills and knowledge for start-up activities. However, our empirical results challenge the view of the Nordic countries as being universally gender-friendly and similar in respect to gendered self-employment activities. In our analysis, it became evident that the large-scale individual level data analyses of those processes attached to decisionmaking concerning self-employment are crucial in understanding the gendered nature of self-employment. Contrary to our expectations education was not a significant predictor of selfemployment. Particularly interesting is the situation in Finland, where educational level correlates negatively with the probability of engaging in entrepreneurial activity. This finding might be partly explained by the fact that there are other openings for women with higher educational qualifications than selfemployment. This is true for the public sector in all Nordic countries but specifically for Finland, where the number of women at all levels of paid employment has increased during the last few years. Education and its gender composition may play some role in explaining the differences among the four countries. Gender segregation in education is strong in Finland (see e.g. Statistics Finland, 2001) , as in other Nordic countries. Thus the transition patterns from higher education to the labour market are also gendered. The persistent segregation patterns in education lead to posts and positions in which qualifications might differ from factors needed in entrepreneurship and self-employment activities.
Of the Nordic countries, especially Finland, positive expectations for the family's future financial situation correlate positively with women's participation in the formation of new firms. This situation would imply that during periods of economic growth, participation in the formation of new firms would increase, and during economic downturn entrepreneurial activity would decrease because adults hesitate to start new businesses. Yet other explanations have been proposed. The growth in the number of self-employed persons has been explained by various structural and environmental factors. Two broad groups of explanation for this growth can be identified: cyclical changes in the economy and structural changes in the economy. The effects of cyclical changes have not been studied in depth in the Nordic context to the point that we can generate firm conclusions. We can specify several factors that exert an influence at the individual level: general uncertainty and increasing awareness in the risk associated with the openness of Nordic economies, problems in the information and communication technology (ICT) sector that are reflected throughout the national economies, and increasing uncertainty in the labour markets. All these factors can and probably do have strong influence upon the individual perception of opportunities and the individual decision-making processes. The specific mechanisms and trickle-down effects of these factors on gender issues in individual decisionmaking are, however, beyond the scope of our data. Overall our analysis shows that perception of skills and opportunities are significantly associated with selfemployment preferences. Nevertheless, most of the variance in self-employment preference remains unexplained. It is most likely that our study does not include all relevant variables. In particular, given the data available, more fundamental labour market factors related to the segregation mechanisms and processes and gradual restructuring taking place in the labour market are not included in the study. These variables should be included in future studies on women's selfemployment preferences, in order to be able to give a full picture of the close connection between individual level and macro level features in self-employment.
